WRITING DESCRIPTIONS


Descriptive writing creates a verbal picture of a person, a place, a thing, an idea, or a state of mind. The writer’s goal is to create a dominant impression. The dominant impression in the descriptive paper functions as the thesis. Often the dominant impression is a single quality, mood, or atmosphere that the writer wants to convey. Sometimes the description is a collection of related details that create images that a person can see, hear, touch, taste, or smell. At other times the description follows a definite spatial order. For example the description may move from left to right, top to bottom, near to far, and vice versa. Other patterns include smallest to largest, softest to loudest, least significant to most significant, and most unusual to least unusual.

In the following examples, the first description is a collection of details while the other two descriptions follow a clear directional pattern. 

(1)


Whenever we children came to stay at my grandmother’s house, we were put to sleep in the sewing room, a bleak, shabby, utilitarian rectangle, more office than bedroom, more attic than office, that played to the hierarchy of chambers the role of poor relation. It was a room without pride: the old sewing machine, some cast-off chairs, a shadeless lamp, rolls of wrapping paper, piles of cardboard boxes that might someday come in handy, papers of pins, and remnants of a material united with the iron folding cots put out for our use and the bare floor boards to give an impression of intense and ruthless temporality. Thin white spreads, of the kind used in hospitals and charity institutions, and naked blinds at the windows reminded us of our orphaned condition and of the ephemeral character of our visit; there was nothing here to encourage us to consider this our home.







___Mary McCarthy

In the above paragraph, McCarthy chooses a random pattern of details to convey the dominant impression of clutter and shabbiness.

Notice the use of spatial order in the next two examples. As you read, follow the direction of the description. Is it left to right, near to far, top to bottom, bottom to top, or circular.

(2)

…. During those years I have forgotten, I assume, a great many things I wanted to remember—but I have not forgotten that clown painting or its lunatic setting in the old hotel.


The clown was bald. Actually, he wore a clown’s tight rubber wig, painted white; this stretched over the top of his skull, which was a cabbage. His hair was bunches of baby carrots. Inset in his white clown makeup, and in his cabbage skull, were his small and laughing human eyes. The clown’s glance was like the glance of Rembrandt in some of the self-portraits: lively, knowing, deep, and loving. The crinkled shadows around the eyes were string beans. His thin, joyful lips were red chili peppers; between his lips were wet rows of human teeth and a suggestion of a real tongue. The clown print was framed in gilt and glassed.






__Annie Dillard

(3)


I’d been mechanically dropping newspapers on doorsteps, and now as I dropped the last and turned from the doorway I was facing him under a good light. I’d never seen a man who looked so elegant. Certainly not in southwest Baltimore. He was from another, fancier section of town, I thought. His shoes glistened like patent leather. His overcoat seemed to have been finely tailored, as if molded to his body. The face was soft, sallow under the dim gaslight, but the eyes were piercing. The hair, I could now see, was not silver but yellow gone to gray. It was fastidiously barbered and slicked back with an unguent. I could smell a faint perfume.








__Russell Baker

